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INTERVIEW
GRAHAM HOPKINS

From Therapy? to The Frames, Gemma Hayes and a prestigious teaching slot at BIMM 
Dublin, Graham Hopkins tells Rhythm about his impressive career and forging some 
impressive friendships along the way

M
usically, there is no other place I’d 
rather be right now – this is my 
perfect gig,” enthuses Graham 
Hopkins of touring with Glen 
Hansard. “Not only has Glen 
brought together an extraordinary 

band, but he trusts us to do what we feel is right for 
his songs and the adrenaline when we play is just 

ridiculous… I couldn’t be happier.”
The son of a professional jazz drummer, Hopkins 

grew up surrounded by his dad’s kits and it wasn’t 
long before he was taking an interest in them. “My 
dad Des always tells this story about him cleaning 
his drums next to my playpen, and me leaning over 
the side trying to hit them!” Hopkins chuckles. “But 
I actually ended up teaching myself to play, because 

my dad never wanted to push me into it.”
Hopkins’ first big break came at the tender age 

of 17, when he landed the gig with Irish rockers My 
Little Funhouse. “Overnight I was living the dream,” 
he reminisces, “and it was a very surreal 
introduction to the professional world of being a 
musician.” After the departure of founding 
member, Fyfe Ewing, the vacant drum throne in 
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the mighty Therapy? beckoned, and Hopkins 
continued to hone his craft as the band headlined 

arena tours and festivals around the world, and 
recorded three new studio albums together. When 
time permitted, though, he always grabbed the 
opportunity to work with as many other musicians as 
possible: “I just never wanted to get stuck in the rut 
of being in only one band, playing only one kind of 
music,” he explains. And, after leaving Therapy? in 
2001 Hopkins toured and recorded with a host of 
different artists, including Gemma Hayes, Snow 
Patrol, David Kitt, Dolores O’Riordan and Boss 
Volenti, and even released two solo albums (as 
Halite), on which he played most of the instruments.

A call from Irish singer/songwriter Glen Hansard in 
2008 saw Hopkins heading out on the road with The 
Swell Season – a project put together by Hansard 
and Czech pianist Markéta Irglová. Even though 
Hansard and Hopkins had a long musical history 
– through their work with The Frames – it was the 
first time that the pair had toured together properly. 
Five years later the duo are still working together, 
currently out on the road in support of Hansard’s 
Rhythm And Repose. “With the benefit of maturity, 
I’m really able to appreciate what a fantastic musical 
situation Glen has created,” Hopkins reflects. “It’s 
continually moving forward and has benefited my 
playing beyond belief – I’m very blessed.”

Did you always see yourself following in your 
dad’s footsteps?
“Music was always my passion but, even with my 
father being a drummer, I never really set out to 
become one myself. I was just surrounded by kits 
and music from the very beginning, and it happened 
naturally. Even though my parents didn’t really 
encourage it, when I had the opportunity to join My 
Little Funhouse when I was still at school they were 
incredibly supportive, because they could see just 
how much it meant to me.”

Thanks to your dad, you were exposed to a 
plethora of musical – and drumming – styles 
and genres, which helped shape and influence 
your own playing in a very distinctive way…
“My dad grew up in Manchester playing jazz and 
Dixieland in numerous bands, so I was brought up 
listening to that music and the drummers on it – 
Zutty Singleton, Gene Krupa, Sonny Greer, Chick 
Webb and Baby Dodds. From a very young age I’d 
also go and watch my dad play all sorts of different 
gigs – from rock’n’roll to jazz – on an almost daily 
basis. Being exposed to such a rich and eclectic 
range of music, and the individual complexities of 
each, educates your ear in a different way, and 
makes you a much more versatile drummer. I’ve 
always loved to rock out, but I feel very fortunate 
that the diverse musical education I had has helped 
make my playing so much more dynamic, and that in 
turn has enabled me to cross musical boundaries.”

Rather than just being influenced by individual 
drummers, you were always very conscious of 
the overall musical contribution they made to 
the song, and the band as a whole, weren’t you?
“I was… Bonham led me to Zeppelin, Porcaro and 
Gadd to Steely Dan, which led me to Bernard Purdie, 

which took me somewhere else. And then there were 
guys like Hal Blaine and Earl Palmer, and more 
recently I’ve been listening to Brian Blade and Jay 
Bellerose. The list goes on and on, but what all those 
guys have in common is their ability to always be 
supportive of the song. It’s a philosophy I’ve tried to 
follow and, because I can also play piano and guitar, I 
like to think that I can be more musically minded 
when I go into the studio. I don’t just churn out beats 
– I like to pay heed to the lyrical content, structure 
and melody, and to weave in and out of it.”

You’re self-taught, but you eventually took 
lessons with Irish jazz player Johnny Wadham…
“Johnny was great mates with the likes of Louie 
Bellson and Elvin Jones, and would back all the big 
names when they came into Dublin. He was the one 
that demystified the idea of notation for me and, not 
only did I learn an enormous amount from him, he 
was great craic and had some wonderful stories.”

After landing the gig with My Little Funhouse, 
overnight you found yourself living the dream…
“I was literally in school on the Friday, and then the 
next thing I know I’m in the band and on stage at the 
Paradiso in Amsterdam! Suddenly I’d become the 
person that I’d always aspired to be, and was 
achieving so many of the things that I’d set out to 
achieve. We were supporting bands like Guns N’ 
Roses and Alice In Chains, I had endorsements with 
Zildjian, Pearl and Vic Firth – which meant the world 
to me - and I’d go to places like the NAMM Show and 
meet drumming idols like Mark Brzezicki and Vinnie 
Colaiuta... It was unbelievable!”

Did still you manage to keep your feet on  
the ground?
“I did but, at the same time, because you are so 
young you can’t help but join the gang and go out 
and have a laugh and a half! I was blessed when my 
best mate from home – Joe Doyle – joined the band 
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to play bass, because we were able to keep each 
other grounded while we were hanging out in this 
crazy rock’n’roll universe in Los Angeles.”

During your time with the band, you also 
worked in the studio with a host of iconic 
producers from the punk rock genre, including 

Bill Price (The Clash/The Sex Pistols) and Joe 
Baressi (Queens Of The Stone Age/Tool). As a 
relatively inexperienced player, that must have 
been a baptism of fire?
“The three years I spent with My Little Funhouse 
were one big learning curve, and I just soaked it all 
up like a sponge… Within two weeks of joining I was 
doing an EP with Bill Price – which I have to say was a 

pretty mind-blowing introduction to working in the 
studio! Overall it was just such an amazing world for 
me to enter at such a young age, and all those 
experiences helped my playing enormously.”

You left My Little Funhouse in 1996 to join 
Therapy? after the departure of Fyfe Ewing. Did 

you feel the pressure of stepping into such an 
established drummer’s shoes?
“Fyfe, who is a great drummer, had given me the 
green light to audition for Therapy? after he left. He 
had a real presence in the band – and did great 
things drum-wise – so, from the outside, it must have 
looked like I had big shoes to fill. But, to be honest, I 
never felt that pressure. Perhaps it was because I 

was still only 20, or perhaps it was because I didn’t 
feel the need to copy everything that Fyfe had done 
before me… Whatever it was, I just went in as me and 
played the way that I play.”

You had an amazing seven years with Therapy? 
How do you think your drumming developed 

during your time with them?
“We had so many fantastic experiences together – 
from the huge tours and festivals we played, to the 
great records we made… It was just an incredible 
time and the friendships I forged will last a lifetime. I 
think the reality of what I’d become part of really hit 
me when we headlined the Pinkpop festival to 
100,000 people soon after I’d joined. I was so 

GRAHAM’S GEAR
DRUMS
C&C Custom LPL (luan, poplar, luan) in a Dark 
Natural finish: 22"x13" bass drum, 13"x8" 
rack tom, 16"x15" floor tom, 14"x6!" snare

CYMBALS
Zildjian: 15" K Light hi-hats, 20" K Medium 
ride, 24" K Constantinople Medium ride

PLUS
DW 6000 Series Retro Flush-Base hardware, 
DW 9000 Series bass drum pedal, Aquarian 
heads (snare: 14" Texture Coated Response 2 
with Power Dot on top/Classic Clear 
underneath; toms: Modern Vintage coated 
mediums; bass drum: Modern Vintage coated 
on front/Coated Response 2 on back), Vic 
Firth sticks (Extreme 5B sticks, Jazz brush, T1 
mallets), SKB cases, EV Microphones

Graham Hopkins’ 
C&C set-up with  
Glen Hansard

“I’VE ALWAYS LOVED TO ROCK OUT, BUT THE DIVERSE MUSICAL EDUCATION 
I HAD HAS HELPED MAKE MY PLAYING SO MUCH MORE DYNAMIC” 
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GRAHAM HOPKINS ON RECORD
SUICIDE PACT 
! YOU FIRST 
"1999#
Therapy?

“I have great memories of this 
particular time and space with 
Therapy?, because the four of 
us were really evolving 
musically and finding our own 
sound. We played everything as 
live as possible, which was 
brilliant, and I was able to have 
a real input – for example the 
swing feel on ‘He’s Not That 
Kind Of Girl’…”

HEAD ON 
"2003#
Halite
“This is the polar 

opposite of the years I’d spent 
with My Little Funhouse and 
Therapy? Paul McCartney’s 
McCartney was my inspiration 
and, acoustically, I wanted that 
same ‘dead’ sound and vibe. 
My focus was purely to support 
the song  but my playing 
actually developed enormously 
as a result of having to exercise 
that discipline.”

BOSS VOLENTI 
"2006#
Boss Volenti 
“I’m incredibly 

proud of this sleazy, fun, 
adrenaline-fuelled, no holds 
barred, kick ass record, and it 
was a glorious opportunity to 
just rock out to the max – albeit 
in a slightly off-kilter way… As 
well as being great friends, we 
all came from the same place 
musically, and there was an 
incredibly strong bond 
between us.”

STRICT JOY 
"2009#
The Swell Season
“Musically, I find 

this a very comfortable place 
to be, and I was able to 
approach my drumming in a 
very percussive way. I’d often 
do four or five different parts 
for a song – overdubbing toms 
and various patterns as I went 
along. I’d worked on rock songs 
like that before, but never this 
style of music, and I found it 
very rewarding.”

BRONAGH 
GALLAGHER 
"2012#
Bronagh Gallagher

 “Conor Brady, Clare Kenny and 
I tracked together in the studio, 
so this album has a great live 
foundation to it. I love the soul 
feel and groove, and the 
addition of horns, backing 
vocals and keys makes a 
fantastic final offering that you 
can’t help but shake your booty 
to!” Read more about Graham at
grahamhopkinsdrummer.com

anxious that I was sick, but the moment we got 
out there I just went for it… The adrenaline rush 

was insane and I’ll never forget it.
“Musically, and playing-wise, being in Therapy? 

had a huge impact on me. I still very much played for 
the song, but I was also able to open up and let loose 
in a way I’d never been able to before. Like so much 
of the music I was reared on, I didn’t have to stay in 
one place – I could play around the song structure 
and tempo – and I was able to really push the band 
as a result. Andy [Cairns, guitar and vocals], in 
particular, also broadened my musical vocabulary 
enormously by introducing me to some stunning 
indie and punk rock music which, again, just 
benefited my playing so much. When I left Therapy? 
it was because I needed to explore new musical 
avenues, and the guys totally understood that.”

After a stint with Irish singer/songwriter 
Gemma Hayes – on the back of her Mercury 
Music Prize nomination – you had a surprise 
approach from Warners about recording your 
own solo album, didn’t you?
“I’ve been writing songs since I was a kid but never, 

ever did I think that it would lead to me releasing my 
own record. The offer from Warners was such a great 
opportunity, and I grabbed it with both hands. The 
whole process was brilliant and, even though I played 
most of the instruments myself, I also called in 
friends like Joe [Doyle] to give me a hand.”

Your debut album as Halite, Head On was 
released to critical acclaim, and it wasn’t long 
before you found yourself supporting Feeder, 
Gomez and even the Red Hot Chili Peppers, 
when they headlined Slane Castle in 2003…
“I couldn’t believe it when Chad [Smith] called me to 
see if we’d like to appear on the bill with them, and I 
have some fantastic memories from that day.”

How strange was it for you, though, to step out 
from behind the drums and take centre stage as 
the frontman of your own band?
“To be honest, I never got the big adrenaline rush 
being out front that I get when I sit down behind the 

drums… But I proved to myself that I could do it and 
I’m really proud of everything that we achieved. Even 
though I have no definite plans at the moment, I’d 
love to do more when the time is right.”

Your long musical association with Glen 
Hansard goes way back to the ’90s with The 
Frames, but until The Swell Season, you’d never 
done a proper tour together had you?
“Soon after he and Markéta had won the Oscar  
for their song ‘Falling Slowly’ from the film Once, 
Glen asked me to go out with them. Having played 
drums on the soundtrack it was a natural step, and 
I’m so fortunate that the call came at a time when I 
was able to say yes, because I’d always been too 
busy before.

“What I loved about The Swell Season was that it 
was a real dynamic shift for me, and very much 
brought me back to where I originally came from 
music-wise. Together we played some wonderful 
shows at some legendary venues – like the 
Hollywood Bowl in LA, Radio City in New York and 
the Sydney Opera House – and, being that little bit 
older and wiser, I was really able to appreciate the 

sheer enjoyment of the musical situation I was part 
of. When I was playing to huge crowds with Therapy? 
it was insane but, because I was so young, I was just 
rocking out without really taking heed of everything.”

After The Swell Season, you did some further 
shows with Glen to celebrate The Frames’ 20th 
anniversary and then, after the release of his 
solo album, Rhythm And Repose, he asked you 
to go out with him again…
“Glen’s band now is the same guys that toured with 
The Swell Season – but without Markéta on piano – 
and it’s like being on the road with your family, 
because we are all such good friends. When we’re on 
stage there’s this unspoken understanding and trust 
between us – it’s very comfortable – and, when it 
comes to the rhythm section, Joe [Doyle] and I are 
almost part of each other now. The addition of a 
12-piece band has added a whole new dimension to 
our playing, too, and I just love the fact that I can 
really sit back and groove.”

Another new string to your bow in recent years 
has been joining the teaching fraternity at 
BIMM in Dublin. How did that all come about?
“Well I knew Bruce Dickinson [former Little Angels 
guitarist and co-founder of the BIMM music schools] 
and, when I could, I would go along and do 
masterclasses at the original school in Brighton. 
When they launched in Dublin, Bruce asked if I’d  
like to be involved, and I jumped at the chance. I  
get a real buzz from being able to give something 
back to the students, because I’m fortunate enough 
to be playing professionally, which is what they 
aspire to do. The college has built its foundations 
around tutors who are also touring musicians, which 
I think is brilliant, and it really means a lot to me to 
be part of it.”

Through your work with The Swell Season, you 
struck up a very special friendship with one of 
your all-time drumming heroes, The Band’s 
Levon Helm…
“Levon had such a big influence on my playing and 
meeting him for the first time was incredible; he was 
so welcoming and warm, even though I was 

struggling to get my words out! We ended up doing 
some gigs with him – on one occasion Glen and I 
joined him on stage to sing ‘The Weight’, which was 
quite something – and then he invited us all to his 
house. I ended up playing his kit and hanging out 
with him in the kitchen. On the fridge were pictures 
of him with Joe Morello, Elvin Jones and Jim Keltner, 
and then there was little old me chatting with him! 
Our friendship continued as we played more gigs 
together, and it was beyond magical to be his mate 
and to have that camaraderie with him before he 
sadly passed away in 2012. For me, though, one of 
the best things about being a drummer is that 
camaraderie between us all – it’s a bond that just 
doesn’t seem to exist between guitarists, or bass 
players. In Dublin we have this little drummers’ club 
– the ‘Beano’ night – where a bunch of us will get 
together every month for a chat and a catch up. And 
do you know what? Levon would have loved it 
because, just like the rest us, he never got tired of 
talking drums!” 

“I DON’T JUST CHURN OUT BEATS, I LIKE TO PAY HEED TO THE LYRICAL 
CONTENT, STRUCTURE AND MELODY AND TO WEAVE IN AND OUT OF IT”



WWW.RHYTHMMAGAZINE.CO.UK

Graham: “One of the 
best things about 
being a drummer is 
that cameraderie 
between us all”

Graham is currently 
also a teacher at 

BIMM Dublin


